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Abstract: Most executives recognize that the long-term financial health, prosperity 
and survival of their firm depend upon leaders who have good moral character. 
The article argues that a retrieval of Aristotle’s work on character and virtue can 
bring new clarity on how to identify and select leaders of our business institutions. 
The study presents a discussion of Aristotle’s phronesis or practical wisdom and 
how this focus might aid and abet the selection of appropriate leaders. The original 
contribution offered here centers on how virtue only makes sense for Aristotle in 
the context of a teleological worldview whereby human beings are seeking what is 
intrinsically worthwhile—purpose, meaning, health and community life. For Aris-
totle, virtues are much more than what makes a person attractive to the job market. 
Catholic social teaching reflects this Aristotelian perspective on the role of business 
in society. The article concludes showing how Aristotle’s insight on phronesis offers 
a way to enhance standard processes employed in the selection of business leaders.
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The Wisdom Deficit

Although most people seem to believe that business firms must have leaders 
with good moral character in order for them to thrive and grow over the long 
term, there is much evidence that many leaders today do not possess a moral 
character. Consider several recent examples.
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In 2003, Elizabeth Holmes founded Theranos, a high-tech blood testing 
firm that was worth $9 billion at its height. She attracted Stanford scientists, 
board members George Schultz and Henry Kissinger, and funders such as Ru-
pert Murdock and the Walton family. She and her firm drew extensive favorable 
coverage from Forbes, Fortune, and Time magazines before The Wall Street 
Journal ran an exposé of her false promises and lies in two articles (Carreyou 
2015a, Carreyou 2015b). She was eventually indicted on eleven counts of fraud 
and perjury, and in 2020 awaited trial in San Jose, California, federal court.

Recall Jeff Skilling (President), Andrew Fastow (CFO), and Ken Lay 
(CEO) at Enron, Bernie Ebbers (CEO) at WorldCom, Timothy Rigas (CFO) of 
Adelphia, Martin Grass (CEO) of Rite Aid, Michael Sears (CFO) of Boeing, 
Sam Waksal (CEO) and Martha Stewart (shareholder) of ImClone—all of whom 
spent time in jail because of lying, fraud, and deceiving shareholders and the 
public (Sayles and Smith 2006). The Wall Street financial crisis of 2008–2009 
highlighted risky, imprudent, and unethical behavior at the leading financial 
firms of Merrill Lynch, Lehman Brothers, Goldman Sachs, CSGB, and AIG. 
Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen sadly notes that two 
of thirty-two members of his Rhodes scholar class spent time in jail, as did his 
HBS classmate, Jeff Skilling (Christensen 2010). Such unethical and criminal 
behavior is not limited to the U.S. Note Parmalot (Italy), Snow Brand Milk 
Products (Japan), Dutch Ahold, and many others (Leisinger 2020; Lennick and 
Kiel 2011; Cavanagh 2010). More recent examples include Volkswagen’s engi-
neers distorting the diesel engine emissions test results, for which they have paid 
$33 billion in fines and their costs continue to mount, and VW has lost much 
reputation. Some “successful” business leaders will lie to get a major contract 
or deal by exaggerating their firm’s capabilities or prior experience. They claim 
that they must do so to close the deal. However, this misrepresentation is most 
often lying to their customer. Some call this “creative” selling and not see it 
as a moral issue. And sports apparel sellers like Nike and Under Armour paid 
college coaches for access to athletes. Hollywood celebrities paid hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to get their children admitted to “elite” universities.

Such behavior is surely unethical, and it also demonstrates a lack of char-
acter and virtue on the part of these executives. This lack of ethical behavior 
and character was also underscored by assessments of U.S. culture in the books 
Rotten: Why Corporate Misconduct Continues and What to Do about It, (Han-
son and Epstein 2020), The Cheating Culture: Why More Americans Are Doing 
Wrong to Get Ahead (Callahan 2004) and Gotcha Capitalism: How Hidden Fees 
Rip You Off Every Day and What You Can Do about It (Sullivan 2018). Such 
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unethical behavior undermines trust in business leaders, business itself, and in 
our entire society. It is also true that most firms and their leaders follow the rules 
and do the right thing. But our popular news outlets do not give much publicity 
to the ethical people; they are not considered “breaking news” and thus not as 
interesting to the public. This further undermines the values of our society.

Retrieving the Insights of Ar is tot le: Phronesis

The quest for good leaders, leaders who are virtuous and have good moral char-
acter, is as old as humankind itself. Before examining our suggestions for the 
contemporary situation, it may be helpful to summarize the thought of Ar is-
tot le (384–322 BC). A philosopher of over two millennia ago, Ar is tot le offered 
important insight into the matter and his work may have much to offer the intel-
lectual underpinnings of our current discussion.

For Ar is tot le, the basic question is what does it mean to be human. What 
is the purpose of human life. He observes that people seek happiness. This 
happiness, eudaimonia in ancient Greek, is translated as human flourishing or 
well-being and is often thought to be found in pleasure, wealth, or perhaps in a 
good reputation. Ar is tot le, however, probes at a deeper level and suggests that 
the human desire to achieve happiness is realized when our characteristic hu-
man quality is advanced. What makes humans distinct from other beings? He 
concludes that the characteristic human quality is reason: the ability to grasp 
universal concepts, formulate alternative action plans, and restrain appetites. 
Acting as a rational animal moves us toward the realization of our full potential 
as a human being and this is human flourishing.

Certain habits based on reason move us toward the fulfillment of human 
potentialities, bringing us closer to our purpose in life. These habits are called 
virtues. We are drawn by nature toward becoming a virtuous person and achiev-
ing the good life. And the happiness of the good life is not an individual matter 
for it is only realized in a network of relations. The person is social by nature, 
so constituted that the end or telos, the perfection of the human, is only realized 
in relationships with others. Ar is tot le’s moral philosophy focused on examining 
obviously good, flourishing Athenians. By observing good people and doing 
what they do, we can learn the right thing to do.

[T]he virtues we get by first exercising them, as also happens in the case 
of the arts as well. For the things we have to learn before we can do 
them, we learn by doing them, e.g., men become builders by building and 
lyre-players by playing the lyre: so too we become just by doing just acts, 
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temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts. (Nichoma-
chean Ethics, Bk II, Chap. 1, 1103a)

There are intellectual and moral virtues involved with reasoning. The intellectual 
virtues concern the process of reasoning in deliberation: phronesis or practical 
wisdom is the key intellectual virtue to be discussed below. The moral virtues 
are the regulators of desire and are said to be the mean between two vices. Thus, 
the two vices of excessive fear or cowardice and deficient fear or rashness are 
managed by the virtue of courage. Again, the two vices of licentiousness or 
excessive pleasure and insensibility or avoiding all pleasure are managed by the 
virtue of self-control. Ar is tot le lists thirteen moral virtues for his time although 
a contemporary list would probably highlight different challenges for attaining 
human flourishing.

The Nichomachean Ethics and the Politics offer an account of how the 
moral virtues, e.g., compassion, justice, and loyalty, so shape a person that 
the world is seen truthfully. Only the “good” person can make proper ethical 
judgments. Without core virtues moral dilemmas might not be perceived as a 
problem.

[T]he same things do not seem sweet to a man in a fever and a healthy 
man—nor hot to a weak man and one in good condition. The same hap-
pens on other cases. But in all such matters that which appears to the 
good man is thought to be really so. (Nichomachean Ethics, Bk. X, Chap. 
5, 1176a)

The virtues enable someone to be a good person (Nichomachean Ethics, 
Bk. III, Chap. 5, 1106a). Affectivity is a condition of moral knowledge, “for to 
feel delight and pain rightly or wrongly has no small effect on our actions (Nich-
omachean Ethics, Bk. II, Chap. 2, 1105a). The key to developing our affectivity 
is a community where moral formation might take place. “Hence we ought to 
have been brought up in a particular way from our youth, as Plato says, so as 
to both delight in and be pained by the things that we ought; for this is the right 
education” (Nichomachean Ethics, Bk. II, Chap. 2, 1104b).

Thus, for Ar is tot le, moral philosophy is a practical science, meaning that 
it is learned by practicing what model leaders in the community actually do. By 
cultivating the moral virtues, practical reason is affectively attuned to what is 
good. These model leaders have a vision of what constitutes the good life, and 
this vision informs the kind of person they want to be and the kind of organiza-
tion they want to strive to form.

Moral obligations in this account are designed to preserve a way of life. 
To retrieve the insights of Ar is tot le for business leaders, one might investigate 
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the life stories of some of the business leaders known for their moral sensitivity, 
people such as Bill Hewlett (Hewlett-Packard), John Mackey (Whole Foods), 
and Howard Schultz (Starbucks). Seeking leaders who evidence knowledge of 
how moral character is cultivated and nurtured in a community of shared ideals 
and expectations is the challenge. Examining leaders who recognize the dignity 
of the person in the workplace and develop policies and practices informed by 
this conviction is the task. In this account, the moral concern is not so much to 
judge human performance in the business world in terms of how it measures up 
to some principles but rather the emphasis is on judging how well a human life 
approaches the ideal as embodied in virtuous business leaders, that is, leaders 
of good character.

Ar is tot le tells us that virtue is its own reward in the sense that a virtuous 
life transforms a person so that he or she comes to “see” the world as it is. To 
understand this, think of a person who studies music for years and as a result 
of this effort finally can completely enjoy a symphony. The moral virtues guide 
us to desire rightly; practical reason informed by the moral virtues entails an 
attitude of the intellect seeking the truth and an attitude of the will seeking the 
good. As a result of living a life of generosity, forgiveness, compassion, fairness, 
respect for human dignity, and so on, the intellect is a effectively shaped in that it 
is attentive to certain features of experience that might otherwise miss or under-
value. The horizon of interpretation is transformed (Williams 1986).

A virtuous life so shapes the character of the business person so that he 
or she is particularly attuned to recognize obligations or wrong-doing. When 
efficiency and productivity are the only values emphasized in a business firm, 
people are gradually acculturated to do whatever will “get the job done,” often at 
the expense of harming others. Selfishness and lack of concern for others over-
takes the character of the person. When the cultural distortions of functionality 
and rationality completely shape one’s vision, one is blind to the sensitivity to 
human dignity.

Phronesis or Practical Reasoning and Selecting Leaders of Character

The promise of the article is that the retrieval of Ar is tot le’s work on character 
and virtue might provide helpful insight in designing more effective process 
to select future business leaders. Ar is tot le’s vision of the good life is one that 
focuses on becoming a certain type of person, one that deploys the rational 
faculties and attains human flourishing or happiness with the exercise of the 
virtues. He envisioned his philosophy as the ideal for one who has leadership 
responsibilities and his model leader was one who exercised phronesis, that is, 
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practical wisdom or prudence. How can we tell whether a candidate for business 
leadership has the intellectual virtue of phronesis or prudence? The moral vir-
tues provide the person with the knowledge of the ends worth pursing but it is 
prudence which guides the person in knowing how to pursue these good ends. 
It is one thing to know this morally virtuous conduct is a mean between two 
extremes, but without prudence or practical reasoning one never figures out how 
to reach the chosen objectives.

While the purpose of human life is surely not to be a financial success in 
business, prudence would guide one to take into account all that is helpful for 
the good life, including financial security, health, and social relationships.

Ethics for Ar is tot le involves identifying desirable character traits that are 
embodied in the moral person. The actions of the business leader in this account 
are the reflection of her inner morality. A virtuous life is a way of being that 
causes a person to make “virtuous” choices without specific rules as, for exam-
ple, that might be found in a theory of rights or other approaches to normative 
ethics. The focus is on the character and not the action—being over doing.

Thus, following Ar is tot le, we must seek business leaders who have a vision 
of human excellence that flows from a whole array of desirable character traits 
or virtues. These leaders are likely to organize their businesses in ways that 
respect the employee rationality, include participation in the workplace, shared 
responsibility, the need for leisure time, and so on. The section that follows 
offers some examples showing how business leaders acquired virtue through 
practice and how these virtuous habits then enabled the right choices to be made 
when ethical challenges were faced.

The Import of Good Moral Character for Business Practice: Some Examples

The goals, values and character of business leaders are vitally important to the 
firm and its stakeholders, and research in this area has been extensive and help-
ful (Kouzes and Posner 2017). After examining outstanding leaders in history, 
others identified the following essential virtues: honesty, courage, moral vision, 
care, compassion, fairness and selflessness (Gini and Green 2013). More specif-
ically and through extensive empirical work, researchers identified basic values 
that improve leadership. Among those values are: listen to others, collaboration, 
trust, and appreciate the contributions of the group (Posner 2016a). Leaders of 
good character recognize the human dignity of each individual person (Pirson 
2017).

The above virtues notably run counter to our individualistic culture. Many 
of our current cultural values focus on personal accomplishment, power and 
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wealth. Thus, selecting business leaders with character is more difficult. David 
Brooks puts it strongly, “The emphasis on self—individual success, self-fulfill-
ment, individual freedom, self-actualization is a catastrophe.” He goes on “For 
six decades the worship of the self has been the central preoccupation of our 
culture. . .  . Capitalism, the meritocracy, and modern social science have nor-
malized selfishness; they have made it seem that the only human motives that 
are real are the self-interested ones—the desire for money, status, and power” 
(Brooks 2019).

A positive example of integrity in leadership is Paul O’Neill, CEO of Al-
coa, Inc. from 1987 to 1999. He came to Alcoa with a reputation for being 
intelligent, fact driven and getting results, but also care for the employee—es-
pecially their safety. In addition to driving workplace safety, O’Neill eliminated 
executive perks, made sure 100 percent of employees were eligible for annual 
bonuses, gave Alcoa’s thirty-one story office building to the City of Pittsburgh 
and built a new corporate headquarters with 100 percent cubicle offices—all 
the same size, including the CEO’s. Alcoa was a financial success during his 
thirteen-year tenure and went from a market value of $2.9 billion to $29 billion. 
O’Neill achieved the best safety record among manufacturing firms and built 
pride among the firm’s 140,000 employees, which resulted in their job satisfac-
tion, engagement and high retention.

O’Neill was not alone. Using case studies and interviews with business 
leaders, Lennick and Kiel demonstrated how higher levels of moral intelligence 
strengthens integrity, compassion and forgiveness, along with employee re-
tention, innovation, trust and engagement (Lennick and Kiel 2011). Research 
examining the character and performance of top managers found that the char-
acter-building virtues of integrity, bravery and social intelligence were found 
to be positively related to these executives’ performance (Sosik et al. 2012). 
A team of researchers point out that the major obstacle to the development of 
strategic competencies and execution of those competencies is a lack of char-
acter. “It takes courage to consider and raise challenges to the existing strategy; 
transcendence to imagine a different future state; humility as a leader to hear 
deficiencies associated with one’s own strategic leadership; collaboration to 
construct a robust strategy to name just a few key examples” (Seijts et al. 2017). 
In additional empirical work, virtuous actions were found to enable one “to feel 
better, be more praiseworthy, and to communicate more trustworthy leadership 
and greater personal life satisfaction” (Cokely and Feltz 2011). To be sure, Ar-
is tot le pointed this out when he noted virtuous activity could be a source of 
pleasure.
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Scholarship Retrieving Ar is tot le for Our Time: A Focus on Character

The focus on character is increasingly important in our time. Character is made 
up of each person’s virtues and vices. While discussions of character are nor-
mally the province of scholars in the academy, some contemporary, popular 
commentators, in response to the crisis of corruption, have retrieved Ar is tot le’s 
discussion of virtue. We highlight David Brooks, the columnist in the New York 
Times. Brooks distinguishes what he calls “résumé virtues” and “eulogy virtues” 
(Brooks 2015). Résumé virtues are the virtues that you place on your résumé. 
These are the virtues that make you more attractive to the job market, such as 
educated, experienced and ambitious. Eulogy virtues are those that are recalled 
at your funeral. These virtues are deeper in your character—such as listening, 
generous, honest and faithful. He then demonstrates from psychological tests, 
literature, news accounts and examples of professional sports figures a shift over 
the last decades from a more personally humble approach to what he calls “the 
Big Me.” Our current era emphasizes self-esteem and self-actualization. This 
helped bring about greater racial and gender equity, but it also leads to more 
selfishness, pride and seeing self as superior to everyone else.

The deeper character virtues are not innate; they must be built with effort. 
Brooks says, “You won’t even achieve enduring external success unless you 
build a solid moral core.” For example, former U.S. President Dwight Eisen-
hower pointed out that freedom is an opportunity for self-discipline. When we 
currently speak of character it is largely individualistic, but character is formed 
in community. A handicap in achieving the deeper virtues suggests we have 
lost a helpful foundation in our upbringing, education and even our vocabulary. 
In addition, we find that without acknowledging our failures and sins we are 
not able to build these virtues, and thus our character. Brooks cites Dorothy 
Day as a person whose strong Catholic faith enabled her to put herself and her 
material needs aside. Inspired by the Christian Gospels, she wanted “to follow 
Jesus Christ” and so to devote her life to the poor and the unemployed through 
“Catholic Worker Houses” that she set up across the U.S. which fed and housed 
tens of thousands indigent people. Mirroring Ar is tot le, Catholic social teach-
ing following the Christian Gospels, impels leaders to seek what is intrinsically 
worthwhile (Pope Francis 2015). Similarly, A. Philip Randolph, the civil rights 
leader, showed little interest in money or personal fame; he demonstrated the 
virtues of dignity and incorruptibility (Anderson and White 2009).

St. Augustine and Thomas Merton are each an example of a flawed early 
life. Each later took charge of his own person (Brown 2000). As Brooks puts 
it, “Over the centuries many people have been powerfully motivated to delight 
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God. This motivation has been as powerful as the short-term motivations, the de-
sire for money, fame, and power.” Brooks says that ironically as people become 
more dependent on God, their capacity for ambition and action increases. He 
cites C. S. Lewis, who says, “If you enter a party trying to make a good impres-
sion, you probably won’t end up making one.”

At the end of The Road to Character, Brooks summarizes in fifteen points 
that he calls “The Humility Code.” The first of these may jar a modern reader 
when he, following Ar is tot le, says, “We don’t live for happiness, we live for 
holiness.” He explains that we all seek lives not only of pleasure but of purpose, 
righteousness, and virtue. Developing virtue requires an accurate understanding 
of ourselves. We naturally tend to be selfish and give in to short-term desires. Yet 
we have the ability to recognize our longer-term goals and to be ashamed of our 
sin. This struggle can be heroic, but it enables us to sacrifice “a worldly success 
for the sake of an inner victory.” In this struggle against our own weakness, hu-
mility is the central virtue and pride the central vice. Our character is thus built 
in this personal struggle. The vices that lead us astray “are short-term—lust, 
fear, vanity, gluttony.” The virtues that build character are long term—courage, 
honesty, humility. The combination of our virtues and our vices make up our 
character, so our character is thus fundamentally of our own making.

Character and Moral Development in Business Schools

An ongoing dilemma in US education is the recognition that we do a respectable 
job of educating students in business, science, engineering and other profes-
sional fields, but not so well in helping students develop their goals, their good 
moral habits (their virtues) and their whole person. Improving a person’s in-
tellectual skills does not affect how that person will act morally. As one author 
succinctly put it, “Smart and good are not the same . . . all of us know highly 
intellectual people who are arrogant, selfish and inconsiderate” (Likona 1991). 
Or as Benjamin Franklin said, “Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom.” 
Theodore Roosevelt put it more strongly, “To educate a person in mind and not 
in morals is to educate a menace to society” (Hill and Stewart 1999).

Helping people to develop their good moral habits and thus their character 
is not easy. Ethics courses in business schools often focus on ethical theory, and 
so are found by some to be ineffective in impacting students’ moral reasoning, 
their narcissistic traits (Traiser and Eighmy 2011), or students’ moral develop-
ment (Forsha 2017). Ar is tot le tells us that phronesis or practical wisdom can 
only be learned in real-life experiences. It cannot be taught in theory and then 
applied in practice. It is not learned through an education or books. To learn how 
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to be wise about your intentions, your goals, and how to achieve these, one has 
to have practical experience. Having role models, virtuous business leaders who 
tell their life stories to the students, is one way to help students acquire practi-
cal wisdom. Following Ar is tot le, some suggest that a narrative approach, using 
primarily case studies, stimulates the moral imagination and could encourage 
moral development (Miller 2009). Service-learning has become popular in 
business schools. Helping in homeless shelters and soup kitchens opens a stu-
dent’s horizon to the needs of those less fortunate and thus can strengthen that 
student’s virtues of compassion, gratitude and even justice. This builds upon 
the long-standing approach of the leader seeing self as a “servant” of those for 
whom that leader has responsibility—servant leadership, following the virtues 
as found in many religions (Greenleaf 1977; Spears 1998). In addition, practical 
programs to develop virtue and character have been designed. For example, note 
the work done for public and private school leaders for more than a generation 
at Santa Clara University’s Markkula Center for Applied Ethics (Kidron 2019). 
Where character development is attempted in the business school, similar to 
ethics, it is important to infuse it across the curriculum—that is, also in finance, 
marketing and strategic planning courses (Callina and Lerner 2017; Crossan, 
Mazutis, and Seijts 2013). Some have proposed methods of assessing the effec-
tiveness of character education in business schools (Byrne et al. 2018; Wright 
2011; Stuebs 2011).

To assess one’s own virtue and character, drawing on the insights of Ar is-
tot le, a person might ask:

Do I have a purpose in my life, beyond finding a good job and being a suc-
cess at it? What is that purpose?

What do I truly value, beyond merely pleasing or impressing other people?

What do I really, deep down, want in my life? How do I hope to achieve 
happiness?

And to improve one’s moral habits and character:

Toward what should I orient my life?

How do I work on my character and virtues to make me better day by day?

What behavior should I cultivate and what weaknesses should I acknowl-
edge and try to compensate for in order to develop good moral habits or 
virtues?
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In sum, it is essential that business students learn accounting, finance, mar-
keting, etc., but this knowledge does not fully prepare them when they face 
tough business decisions. When layoffs are called for, how does one decide? 
What obligations does the employer then have? How should one deliver the 
message? More broadly, how do you get people to collaborate effectively? How 
do you respond to unexpected crises or challenges (like a pandemic)? If that 
person has developed the whole array of virtues and character, her inner reality, 
she will be more likely able to lead in these difficult situations. Following Ar is-
tot le, her actions reflect her being.

Character: What We Are Looking for in Business Leaders

Developing character for business students, future business leaders, is an in-
creasing concern for business educators. In order for such moral development to 
occur, leaders must be self-reflective and aware of the impacts of their attitudes 
and actions. Following Ar is tot le’s being over action, leaders must be aware of 
who they are, rather than merely what they do (Byrne et al. 2018; Cameron 
2011). Character is composed of an individual’s good moral habits (virtues) 
and bad moral habits (vices). Good character encourages an individual to work 
toward the common good (MacIntyre 2007). This moral philosophy has been 
verified in initial empirical work that shows that such an approach aids the de-
velopment of virtue and character (Moore 2012).

An exhaustive examination of psychological, philosophical and religious 
traditions found consensus that there are six broad categories of virtue. The re-
searchers argue that these virtues emerge from historical surveys, are universal, 
and make up one’s character. These virtues are: 1. courage; 2. humanity (love, 
kindness); 3. justice (fairness, citizenship); 4. temperance (self-control, forgive-
ness, humility, prudence); 5. transcendence (gratitude, hope, spirituality); and 
6. wisdom and knowledge (creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness). They de-
veloped a questionnaire to measure the virtues, which is called the Values in 
Action Rising to the Occasion Inventory (VIA-RTO). They agree with Ar is tot le 
and others that virtues can be strengthened through regular, habitual acts; for 
example, regular acts of justice build the virtue of justice (Peterson and Selig-
man 2004).

Adding to the case for building character, many propose that good char-
acter on the part of managers contributes to the success of their business firms 
(O’Brien 2008). Supporting this is a team of researchers led by Fred Kiel who 
questioned subordinates at eighty-four U.S. firms and nonprofits. They asked 
how their CEOs embodied the four moral habits of integrity, responsibility, 
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forgiveness and compassion (that is, good character). They found that leaders 
who scored higher on these good moral habits led organizations that have a 
return on assets that is five times greater than that of executives who were rated 
lower on the same virtues (Kiel 2015a). These findings demonstrate Ar is tot-
le’s point that a virtuous way of life encompasses prudent decision making and 
action. These conclusions are supported by the successful firms and the ethical 
leadership of CEOs such as James Sinegal, founder of Costco; Ray Anderson, 
CEO, Interface Carpet; and others who are widely reported. On the other hand, 
thirty-four of eighty-nine forced CEO departures in 2018 were due to ethical 
misconduct; examples of such unethical leadership are Leslie Moonves (CBS), 
plus the CEOs of Lululemon, Wpp, Intel, and Barnes & Noble (McGregor 2019).

Character education has also been a focus of contemporary academic re-
search (Callina and Lerner 2017; Crossan, Mazutis, and Seijts 2013; Lennick 
and Kiel 2011; Miller 2009). Hill and Stewart chart the US historical decline and 
then renewed interest in character education. They also present suggested peda-
gogical strategies to foster virtues in business students: narratives, collaborative 
learning, mentor relationships, service-learning and self-reflections (Hill and 
Stewart 1999). The level of moral development was found to increase among 
MBA students in China when students had higher levels of moral virtue and 
lower levels of moral relativism (Li et al. 2018). A recommendation stemming 
from research is “to elevate leader character alongside core competencies” in 
HR practices and in selecting leaders. Suggested virtues that form such charac-
ter are: self-control, humility, compassion and collaboration (Seijts et al. 2017). 
In their study, Hill and Stewart identified virtues that they found globally in 
eight widely different cultures: kindness, honesty, loyalty and compassion, as 
well as the vices of treachery, torture and murder (Hill and Stewart 1999).

Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen cites the impor-
tance of humility for the bright, high energy business student: “If your attitude is 
that only smarter people have something to teach you, your learning opportuni-
ties will be very limited. But if you have a humble eagerness to learn something 
from everybody, your learning opportunities will be unlimited” (Christensen 
2010). Another HBS professor, Joseph Badaracco, suggests that literature is a 
valuable but neglected tool for learning. Analyzing leaders and their decisions as 
a reflection of their virtues and their prudence is the task. He has students read 
classics and presents questions relevant for business leaders that challenge one’s 
virtues and character from authors such as Arthur Miller, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
Joseph Conrad, Robert Bolt, and Sophocles (Badaracco 2007). Jeffrey Pfeffer 
of Stanford Graduate School of Business cites cases such as Patagonia, Zillow, 
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SAS, and Southwest Airlines, as firms where leaders have an inner morality 
which shows itself in actions to develop a culture of trust and a sense of com-
munity. The leaders of these firms recognize that reducing workers’ anxiety and 
helping them to maintain their health is a net benefit for both the person and 
the firm. The title of his book captures this theme: Dying for a Paycheck: How 
Modern Management Harms Employee Health and Company Performance and 
What We Can Do about It (Pfeffer 2018).

Selecting Leaders of Character

The behavior of executives, which has major financial impact on their firms, 
raises a fundamental question. Would it have been possible to detect their dispo-
sition which lead to these business successes and failures when the leaders were 
made officers in their organizations? If it were possible, it would save sharehold-
ers, employees and customers not only grief, anxiety and serious health issues, 
but also money and livelihoods. It has been difficult to find adequate measures 
of virtues in business (Dawson 2018). It is our contention that the retrieval of 
Ar is tot le’s work on phronesis or prudence will be helpful.

Can we identify people of good or poor character during the selection pro-
cess for positions in upper management of organizations? To the extent that we 
could do so, this would be of immense help to organizations. This is not a new 
question; it has been faced for centuries in organizations and, as we have said, 
Ar is tot le wrote about it over 2,000 years ago. Character development has been 
examined in much detail, and virtues have been listed as distinguishing persons 
of good character. Some executives habitually take into account the effect of 
their actions on “the little guy.” Some managers make decisions that will benefit 
others, even when it requires a personal sacrifice on their part.

Leaders with good character will have more success making required shifts 
in strategy for an organization; employees are more likely to believe in them, 
trust them, and thus will follow them making the change more likely to succeed. 
Therefore, for a firm to be successful in its mission, it is important that leaders 
be selected with their character as a criterion for selection (Seijts and Gandz 
2018). Let us now see if we can identify insights from our work on Ar is tot le that 
we might use in the process of identifying people of good character. A key in-
sight of Ar is tot le is that a good leader has reflected on and knows what life is all 
about; the purpose of human life is happiness or human flourishing and this elu-
sive goal, realized with the use of reason, guided by the virtues, moves us toward 
our perfection as human beings. Money and financial security are important in 
that they provide the means to a good life exemplified in virtuous conduct but 
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money is not the purpose of life. Generosity, the mean between the two vices 
of liberality and stinginess, regulates our desire for wealth. Rather than seeking 
profit maximization, enabling and rewarding virtuous conduct is the dominant 
concern of the prudent business leader.

The contribution of this study is that it advances the process of the selec-
tion of business leaders of character and practical reason. Ar is tot le’s account 
of virtue reminds us that the selection of such leaders should include questions 
about whether the potential leader has a vision of what people are meant to 
be—human beings seeking purpose, meaning, health and community. Does the 
would-be leader see that business is a means to an end and not the end itself? 
What is the purpose of business and what are leader’s roles? Will this person as 
a business leader enable and reward virtuous conduct?

Ar is tot le suggested that one look at obviously good Athenians to ascertain 
what constitutes a virtuous person and how phronesis or prudence plays out in 
a life. Focusing on some obviously good business leaders in our time may yield 
helpful insight on how to select leaders of character for the future. This article 
mentioned several model leaders, people such as the famous CEOs of Whole 
Foods, Southwest Airlines, Starbucks, Patagonia, Interface Carpet, and Costco. 
Each of these business leaders: John Mackey (Mackey and Sisodia 2013), Herb 
Kelleher (Freiberg and Freiberg 1998), Howard Schultz (Schultz 2019), Yvan 
Chouinard (Chouinard and Stanley 2012), Ray Anderson (Anderson and White 
2009), and James Sinegal (Ton 2014), came to the realization that he was being 
called upon to make the world a better place. This “calling” is often discussed 
with the term “vocation.” (The Latin vocare means to call.) These “servant lead-
ers” embodied the key virtues and realized that the purpose of business was more 
than making money but rather was to create sustainable value for stakeholders 
(Williams 2014a, Williams 2014b). A good example of how a virtuous company 
enhances the common good by not only looking after stakeholders in the firm 
(e.g., employees, suppliers, the environment, investors, customers, and so on) 
but also the community itself is Ford Motor Co. The Ford family gives the firm 
stability and vision; they are the primary stockholder in the firm and they will 
remain so and people know that. The firm has been a leader in being committed 
to the community for generations with its many contributions of dollars, work 
hours and gifts of vehicles to community organizations. The firm encourages 
all employees to work with community nonprofit organizations, and provides 
twenty hours of paid time off each year to do so. Company culture has helped 
the firm attract people of high personal character as executives, such as Alan 
Mulally, who was CEO of Ford Motor and earlier of Boeing prior to Boeing’s 
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current ethical problems. Bill Ford, current Executive Chairman of Ford, has 
the vision for the firm. A current example of looking beyond self-interest is 
the firm’s investment of $740 million investment in the formerly abandoned 
landmark Detroit main passenger train station and adjacent properties. Ford is 
renovating it into its center for the design of electric and self-driving vehicles 
employing 2,000 high tech designers and engineers.

Many of the leaders who became known as ethical failures with few or no 
moral values in evidence seemed to understand their work as a job or perhaps as 
a career. When work is understood as a job, it is done only for the money or the 
power, totally extrinsic motivation. Ar is tot le would see these leaders as people 
who have little self-knowledge and no sense of life’s purpose. These leaders fail 
to see the interconnectedness of business and the wider society and take little 
notice of the harm they might be causing by their activities or lack of action. 
Focusing only on efficiency and productivity in the business, there is little space 
for moral virtues such as those discussed by many authors in this article. These 
leaders will do whatever they can get away with to be “successful” financially.

What the model business leaders have in common is an inner morality re-
plete with virtues based on their understanding of what human life in business 
is all about, creating sustainable value for stakeholders, advancing the common 
good. They have an overarching world view, some idea of what a good moral 
life is all about and how they fit in the grand scheme of things; we can speak of 
their work as a vocation (McGee and Delbecq 2003; Cavanagh and Bandsuch 
2002). Productivity and efficiency are now intermingled with moral values such 
as those discussed by many of the authors in this article. The corporate culture 
in the workplace is now fostering growth in virtue and, as many have noted, the 
business does well. Leaders with a good moral character can find meaning and 
purpose in business and have a happy and fulfilled life. This is the case with our 
model business leaders discussed here.

Standard Processes Used in Selection

The question now comes to the fore: How can we select future business leaders 
that embody the same virtues and prudence as evidenced in our model leaders 
just discussed. How can we discern whether a candidate had a virtuous inner 
morality which will express itself in prudent deliberations, decisions and action?

We will here examine several common, standard processes used in selec-
tion to see if they can be used to help us identify leaders of good character: 
1. Interview, 2. References, and 3. Informal conversations with the candidate. 
These instruments are familiar to those who help to select senior executives.
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Ar is tot le reminds us that the best way to acquire virtue is through practice 
and that virtuous people are attracted to moral institutions. It helps to recruit 
leaders of character if the firm itself has a reputation for acting morally, that is, 
with concern for its own people, stakeholders and the larger community. For 
both the organization and the candidate, self-selection is a factor. That is, if the 
firm already has leaders of good character and has a good record of ethical ac-
tivities, candidates will be more likely to want to join that firm. And a question 
the applicants should ask themselves and also raise while visiting the firm is: 
What does this firm stand for? This can be initially and partially determined 
by examining the mission, annual and quarterly reports (including the report’s 
management discussion and analysis section), SEC filings, other actions of the 
firm, as well as public reports on the firm.

Interview

The interview is an accepted tool for determining the suitability of a particular 
candidate for the position. From the standpoint of the firm, the primary purpose 
of the interview is to determine the person’s competence to do the job plus their 
willingness to go to extra lengths to get the job done (commitment). But firms 
have found that a person may well have competence and commitment, but lack 
the necessary moral character to take on the responsibility (Seijts et al. 2017). 
Jeff Skilling of Enron is a prime example. He was a graduate of Harvard Busi-
ness School, very bright by all accounts, and determined to increase the financial 
value of the firm. After he became president, Enron posted their daily increase 
in share price in the firm’s elevators as a motivator for all to see. For Skilling 
the firm’s and his own increase in financial value was his primary motivation. 
He approved many unethical and illegal acts in order to achieve that end (Mc-
Lean and Elkind 2003). Ultimately his lack of character and resulting unethical 
activity brought the firm to bankruptcy with the loss of 4,000 jobs and most of 
the 62,000 employees’ pension plans, since they had been encouraged to invest 
their savings in Enron itself. Enron’s accounting firm, Arthur Andersen, suffered 
the same fate, largely because of their deceptive and unethical actions (Toffler 
2003). In the final analysis, Skilling had no sense of human flourishing as dis-
cussed by Ar is tot le.

Further discussion of the ethical failures of Enron and Arthur Andersen 
may be helpful in understanding why it is so difficult to discern whether a per-
son has moral character based on interviews and the other customary processes. 
From all reports, the top executives at Enron and Arthur Andersen were regarded 
as moral and virtuous in their lives in the community. In fact, Ken Lay, the CEO 
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of Enron, was a respected elder in his church (Toffler 2003). At the same time, 
the behavior of these executives in the workplace was unethical and certainly 
not virtuous (Satava et al. 2006). They systematically checked their good moral 
virtues at the office door. How do we explain this dual set of values, one for 
personal and family life and one for the workplace? The inner morality, if there 
was one, was not brought forward in actions governed by prudence. This is not 
a new problem. Sir Henry Wotton (1568–1639), an English diplomat and politi-
cian, expressed the problem well: “An ambassador is an honest gentleman sent 
to lie abroad for the good of the country.” Many argue that Niccolo Machiavelli, 
the sixteenth-century author on political ethics suggested these same ideas in 
The Prince (1985).

The top executives at Enron were single-mindedly focused on making 
money by doing all they could to increase the price of the company stock. These 
were very intelligent leaders who followed the Financial Accounting Stan-
dards Board (FASB) rules and the Generally Accepted Accounting Principles 
(GAAP). What they failed to “see” was that these rules were designed to honor 
basic moral principles: honesty, accuracy and completeness of financial infor-
mation thus protecting the investor interests. The Enron leaders, following a 
rule-based perspective, neglected the purpose of the rules, the moral principle 
of honesty and fairness. They gamed the system, found loopholes in the law, and 
enhanced their own self-interest by making huge profits, completely neglecting 
their responsibility to their investors and other stakeholders. While following 
the letter of the law, they failed to honor the spirit of the law, a requirement of 
good moral character and the virtue of prudence or practical wisdom. Arthur 
Andersen, rather than expose Enron’s cooking of the books and possibly lose a 
lucrative client, signed off on the financial statements. Only later did the 2002 
Sarbanes-Oxley law explicitly make gaming the system in this fashion illegal.

It may be helpful to envision what good moral character according to Ar-
is tot le would look like in the top leaders at Enron. A virtuous business leader 
would see business and making money as a means to the good life and her role 
as a protector of all stakeholders, and not just focus single-mindedly on self-in-
terest. She would see her financial and moral duty to the investing public, the 
welfare of society, as well as all the stakeholders. Moral principles would be 
understood as designed to promote and protect a “good” society with the rules of 
the accounting profession based on these principles. Following the rules as well 
as the purpose behind the rules would be crucial. With this framework, we are 
now ready to discuss a job interview which is likely to yield desired information 
about good moral character and virtue.
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In a job interview the questions the interviewer asks and issues raised 
are tailored to the candidate’s background and experience. The candidate will 
naturally emphasize their own competencies and their enthusiasm for the new 
leadership position. So, it is often not easy to determine a candidate’s morals, 
virtues or character. This takes some digging and careful questioning. Asking 
the candidate about their own leadership style and their personal strengths and 
especially weaknesses can provide useful information. Asking questions of the 
interviewee that are unexpected and a surprise can provide insights on how the 
interviewee handles ethical dilemmas such as conflict of interest, and can also 
furnish a better understanding of the person’s moral maturity and basic integrity. 
Some possible questions that could be asked that might help and also probe and 
candidate’s ability to reflect on her/himself are:

1. What are the qualities of a good leader or a bad leader?

2. Who are your heroes among leaders? Who was our favorite manager 
and why?

3. What decisions did you have to make in your previous positions that 
challenged your ethical standards and your integrity?

4. What in your judgment is the purpose of business?

5. What would be your priorities in this position? What is your overall 
vision for this organization?

6. What would be the easiest and the hardest challenge in performing 
this job?

7. What are your limits or “red lines” that you would not cross, for exam-
ple, to get the product out early, increase share price, or obtain inside 
information on a competitor?

8. Describe a moral dilemma you have faced in your a) personal life and/
or b) your professional life. What was the issue? How did you handle 
it?

9. What has been the biggest mistake you have made, and what did you 
learn from it?

10. Did you ever feel that your supervisor wasn’t honest with you in your 
performance review? How did you deal with it?

11. Describe a time when you told the truth even though you knew it 
would hurt you in your own career or in your own life when you did so.
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12. Do you have any regrets about any actions that you took or failed to 
take in your life?

13. What sort of person are you? What are your virtues? Vices?

These questions and observations help to indicate the candidate’s concept 
of a moral manager, learn from their own experience and ultimately reveal some-
thing of their character. However, placement firms often instruct candidates how 
to answer the “character” questions. When asked about their biggest mistake 
or a test of their honesty, they suggest responding something like “I was too 
honest,” or “I trusted others too much,” or “I thought I was wrong but I actually 
wasn’t.” One might present a moral dilemma relative the position and listen how 
the candidates deal with it. If a candidate says they would follow the law, that 
may not be strong enough if the firm is looking for integrity beyond compliance 
with the law. Following the law is generally the minimum and does not in itself 
indicate integrity and character. Some executives also watch how a candidate 
treats the “little people.” For moral clues they watch the candidates’ demeanor 
with the guards at the front desk, the receptionists, the administrative assistants.

In addition to the face-to-face interview, many firms do a form of behavioral 
interviewing which often includes carefully designed behavioral assessment in-
struments (Smart 2005). This often involves days of exhaustive interviews with 
deep dives into prior actions and attitudes. They ask candidates to discuss in 
detail specific examples that speak of their own integrity and virtue. Firms also 
carefully plan simulations to surface how the candidate handles difficult ethical 
issues.

Personal References

Checking references is a valuable source of information about a person’s abil-
ities and character (Seijts et al. 2017). We begin with the written references 
that the candidate has provided in their résumé. But we will then follow up 
with phone interviews. This is best done by the person who will supervise the 
manager, and not delegated to HR or a subordinate. The candidate’s résumé is 
generally tailored to demonstrate strengths and rarely indicates items that might 
be more revealing. Toward the end of the call to a listed reference, we will ask 
for suggestions of other colleagues who know the candidate and might provide 
information and insights on them. We found that we often get more helpful 
information when we phone additional people who know and have supervised, 
worked with and for the candidate, who are not listed as references. One of the 
authors was then told that it might be wise to call some people who worked for 
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the candidate. Some leaders are deferential and polite to their superiors and to 
those higher than them in the hierarchy, but rude and demanding to those work-
ing for them. We failed to follow up on this suggestion and hired a candidate. 
We then found to our chagrin that the above described the person exactly. That 
“leader” had to be let go two years later.

In the call to the outside person, after determining how long and in what 
capacity the person has known the candidate, we might ask:

1. What are some principal strengths in the candidate’s background, ed-
ucation, and work experiences that would be most valuable in being 
successful in this position?

2. Are there any areas that might be “gaps” in this candidate that would 
need to be strengthened in order to do this job effectively?

3. Do people who work for the person find the candidate to be a good 
manager? Does she/he communicate well? Is she/he able to motivate 
subordinates? Do employees participate in decisions? Is there time for 
leisure? A personal life? Is there shared responsibility?

4. What do you think the basic motivations of this person are, beyond 
doing a good job in what is expected?

5. How would you best describe this person in five words?

6. Would you hire (or re-hire) this person at your organization for a po-
sition like this?

7. Is there any additional information which we should be aware of about 
this candidate?

Informal Conversation

When candidates for leadership visit on-site for a day or so, this is a very good 
opportunity to gather additional information on that person in informal settings. 
Among other activities most searches schedule one or more meals with the can-
didate. During and perhaps before and after a dinner the candidate is generally 
more relaxed, less formal and perhaps less guarded. One can often gather im-
portant information on the person’s interests, values and priorities that shed light 
on the candidate’s character. Often this information is not revealed in the more 
formal segments of evidence gathering, so those informal conversations can be 
vitally important. The key question to be answered by informal conversation 
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is: What sort of person is this? Does this person have an inner morality that is 
congruent with the firm?

Conclusion

Choosing suitable people with integrity and good character for leadership po-
sitions is essential, but also a challenge for organizations and for executives. 
Most all executives recognize that the long term financial and cultural health, 
survival and prosperity of their firm depend upon leaders who have good char-
acter. Drawing on Ar is tot le’s discussion of phronesis or practical wisdom, we 
have provided some suggestions on what to look for, and various strategies for 
identifying that leader with character. We have also provided some more specific 
suggestions on how to go about it in the search process, including the interview, 
when inquiring of the candidate’s references and others who know and have 
worked with and for the candidate. The hope is that our work will help overcome 
the wisdom deficit in business today.
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